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Abstract

The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (Service) is proposing to establish
the Little Darby National Wildlife Refuge in Madison and Union
counties in south central Ohio to restore, preserve, enhance and
protect the biodiversity of the upper Little Darby Creek Watershed
and to benefit the Darby Creek Watershed as a whole. To document
the evaluation of the impacts of the proposal, the Service has pre-
pared this draft Environmental Impact Statement (EIS). This
document is the product of the past 2.5 years that the Service has
spent reviewing materials and listening to local residents and other
parties interested in this proposal.

Although predominately rural currently, the human population is
expanding into the area, and urban-related development is a serious
threat to both agriculture and the natural systems in the Little
Darby Creek Watershed. Opportunities for habitat restoration will
dwindle in coming years as land becomes scarce and expensive.

Breeding Bird Surveys indicate a decline in nongame grassland species as well as
wetland-dependent bird species, and restoration of habitat is vital to reversing
that decline. Habitat protection and restoration is also important to preserving
aquatic species; several state and federally-listed endangered and threatened
species occur in the Little Darby Creek Watershed.

Four “Action” alternatives and one “No Action” Alternative are explored in this
Draft Environmental Impact Statement. How the Service arrived at these five
alternatives is discussed as well as the land protection and restoration tools
available, and the alternatives that were not pursued in the Environmental
Impact Statement. The number of acres and attributes of the Voluntary Pur-
chase Area and the Watershed Conservation Area are described for each alterna-
tive.

This refuge proposal is unique in that three of the Action alternatives are com-
posed of two pieces: a Voluntary Purchase Area and a Watershed Conservation
Area. Alternative 4 has three tiers: A Voluntary Purchase Area, a Watershed
Conservation Area and a Private Initiative Conservation Area. The addition of a
Watershed Conservation Area and a Private Initiative Conservation Area
demonstrates that the Service sees agriculture and a national wildlife refuge as
natural, desirable neighbors and potentially strong partners.

Land acquisition from willing sellers only is the foundation of all four Action
alternatives.

The Voluntary Purchase Area is the focus of intensive habitat preservation and
restoration efforts. For this reason, the Service proposes to acquire full title to
lands in this area from willing sellers only. The Service would also consider
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easements or cooperative agreements in this area if that were all that the
landowner were interested in. If the landowner has no interest in participating in
any form, the Service abides by that choice.

The Watershed Conservation Area is proposed as an area of the watershed
surrounding the Voluntary Purchase Area. The Watershed Conservation Area
was called the “Farmland Preservation Area” in the earlier draft Little Darby
National Wildlife Refuge Environmental Assessment and in previous discussions.
The name was changed for a number of reasons.

The Service has stated previously that it is not the mission of the Service nor is
this refuge proposal a farmland preservation program. We have also stated that
this proposal will benefit farmland preservation while benefitting the watershed.
Some individuals have commented that the name “Farmland Preservation Area”
was misleading because our primary purpose in the designation was to benefit
the watershed. Since our mission and responsibilities are focused on preservation
and perpetuation of natural resources, we have changed the name to reflect the
resource related purpose behind preserving farmland in the Little Darby Creek
Watershed. We hope this change will remove any confusion that existed as to the
Service’s resource-focused purpose in proposing this area designation. However,
changing the name does not change any of the statements previously made by
the Service as to the positive benefits this project could have on preservation of
farmland in the watershed.

The objective of the Watershed Conservation Area is to preserve, in a quality
condition, a larger portion of the watershed than is proposed through fee-title
acquisition alone in the Voluntary Purchase Area. The Watershed Conservation
Area concept recognizes agriculture as the preferred neighbor to the proposed
Refuge. It is an attempt to prevent such negative impacts associated with
development or urban sprawl as air or water pollution, excessive runoff, and
habitat fragmentation by preserving agriculture and encouraging and facilitating
conservation practices associated with agriculture.

To attain this end, easements would be acquired from willing sellers by the
Service, State, or some other interested entity to ensure long-term farmland
integrity in a way that complements and enhances the preservation and restora-
tion of habitats acquired in the Voluntary Purchase Area. For instance, ease-
ments could preclude residential development that would be detrimental to the
watershed’s natural resources. The Watershed Conservation Area could also be a
way for landowners to be compensated through an easement to implement land
management practices complementing the Service’s efforts, for example by
installing filter strips or preserving or restoring a section of riparian corridor.
Voluntary landowner cooperative agreements could also be used in this area. If a
landowner only wanted to sell fee title in this area, the Service would consider
acquisition based upon the priority of the tract as determined by the location,
natural resources on the tract, available funds, and the availability of other
priority tracts.

The area designated as Private Initiative Conservation Area is included in
Alternative 4 and is proposed as a priority area within the watershed where the
Service would not acquire any fee title or easement interest in land. The Service
would seek to work with landowners on a voluntary basis to implement conserva-
tion practices on their land that would benefit water quality and natural resource
preservation in the watershed. Voluntary landowner agreements can be devel-
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oped through the Service’s Partners for Fish and
Wildlife Program that allow the Service to cost
share conservation practices on private land. The
Private Initiative Conservation Area, like the
Voluntary Purchase Area and the Watershed
Conservation Area, would not preclude the
implementation of programs by other political
subdivisions, agencies, and organizations. Since no
Service funds would be available for land acquisi-
tion or easements in this area, other partners
would be encouraged to implement farmland
preservation and conservation enhancement
programs within this area.

The physical environment of a place is a complex combination - past and present -
of water, weather and soil. The Draft Environmental Impact Statement de-
scribes the physical characteristics of the project area, including its climate,
geology, soil and water. It also explores the biological history of the project area
and its current status.

Ohio has lost almost all of its wet prairie stands. Those that do remain are drier
than they once were, and true wet prairie exists only in tiny pockets. Remnants
of oak savanna exist, but they have lost most of their native prairie plant species
to grazing or mowing. Wetlands once covered 5 million acres in Ohio; only 10
percent remains today.

As goes habitat, so goes wildlife. Two species found in the project area, the
Riffleshell mussel and Clubshell mussel, are federally-listed endangered species.
Eleven more species found in the project area are federally monitored species.
Fifty percent of the 44 state-listed species in the Big Darby Watershed occur in
the project area. A national wildlife refuge could prevent state-listed species
from declining enough to join the Federal threatened and endangered species
list.

The future consequences of the four alternatives are discussed in this Draft
Environmental Impact Statement. Because the Little Darby National Wildlife
Refuge is proposed on a willing-seller-only basis, it is difficult to predict precisely
when specific conditions or events will occur. The Service cannot predict when
people might be willing to sell land, nor can we anticipate how much land might
be sold and where it might be located. Thus, anticipating the future requires a
few assumptions. The assumption we made for the purpose of this analysis is that
it will take at least 30 years to complete acquisition of this national wildlife
refuge. It could easily take more. With that assumption, the potential impacts to
the physical environment, the biological environment and the socioeconomic
environment for the No Action Alternative and the four Action alternatives are
analyzed.

In analyzing the physical environment we looked at what a refuge might mean to
agriculture, crop depredation and pest control, refuge-induced development, air
quality related to the use of fire for habitat management, drainage and flood
control and water quality. Study of potential impacts to the biological environ-
ment included consideration of biological diversity, including threatened and
endangered species and resident fish and wildlife, and the potential for disease
for wildlife to spread disease to livestock and humans. In studying potential
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socioeconomic impacts we looked at economic impacts, Service land acquisition
and funding, property taxes, Refuge Revenue Sharing payments, relocation
benefits, impacts on school district funding, private property rights adjacent to
refuge lands, cultural resources and public use.

A variety of general impacts are also addressed including short-term versus
long-term productivity, irreversible commitments of resources,  maintenance of
roads and existing right-of-ways and access, the use of fire in wildlife habitat
management, emergency services, and seismic activity. Potential impacts to the
Madison County Airport are also examined.

Overall, the results of this assessment indicate that the preferred alternative
would have significant positive benefits for the physical and biological environ-
ments and would have no significant impact on the economic environment. Key
components of the proposal include the willing-seller-only aspect of any associ-
ated refuge land acquisition, recognition of the complementary relationship
between the agricultural community and the proposed refuge in the preservation
and restoration of the unique diversity of the natural resources of the Little
Darby Creek Watershed, and  recognition of the threat that urbanization and
associated development and habitat fragmentation poses for both agriculture and
natural resources in the watershed.


